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The Canonization of Perpetua
Abstract
Not very long ago, the concepts of 'canon' and 'canonization' were much discussed, and even hotly contested,
in literary and academic circles. The fact that these controversies have died down somewhat in the last few
years might give the impression that we now live in a post-canonical age. But of course canons of various
kinds, even if they occasion less debate and are defined and defended with less fervour, continue to govern the
ways in which academic research and education proceed. One particular kind of canon is the reading list
published by most if not all PhD programmes. The meaning of such lists is not always entirely clear, but one
can probably assume that they are efforts to define what is essential, if not sufficient, for every prospective
classicist to read as part of his or her basic training in the discipline.
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The Canonization of Perpetua 
by 
Joseph Farrell 
Not very long ago, the concepts of 'canon' and 'canonization' were much 
discussed, and even hotly contested, in literary and academic circles. 1 The fact 
that these controversies have died down somewhat in the last few years might 
give the impression that we now live in a post-canonical age.2 But of course 
canons of various kinds, even if they occasion less debate and are defined and 
defended with less fervour, continue to govern the ways in which academic 
research and education proceed. One particular kind of canon is the reading 
list published by most if not all PhD programmes. The meaning of such lists is 
not always entirely clear, but one can probably assume that they are efforts to 
define what is essential, if not sufficient, for every prospective classicist to read 
as part of his or her basic training in the discipline. 
The Fassio Sanctarum Ferpetuae et Felicitatis can hardly be called a fixture 
of such lists.3 The reasons may seem obvious. The Fassio is generally regarded 
as a 'later' text, although its earliest portions were written perhaps only twenty 
years after the death of Apuleius (t 180), who can now perhaps be safely 
regarded as successor to Juvenal (t 140?) as the latest canonical Latin author. 
But the Fassio was written late enough to ensure that its influence was felt in late 
1 The major interlocutors in the debate and the issues involved are too well known to require
going over here. For a review of the action, one could do worse than browse through A. Sar ( ed.), 
Quick Studies: The Best of Lingua Franca (New York, 2002). 
2 Not that they have gone away entirely; a short list of interventions over the past five or six 
years would include T. Eagleton, After Theory (2003); M. 13erube, What's Liberal about the 
Liberal Arts? Classroom Politics and 'Bias' in Higher Education' (2006); W.13. Michaels, The 
Trouble with Diversity: How We Learned to Love Identity and Ignore Inequality (2006); 
D. Horowitz, The Professors: The 101 Most Dangerous Academics in America (2006) and
Indoctrinationu: The Left's War against Academic Freedom (2007).3 I should admit that I have not undertaken a systematic survey, and also that my impressions
about this point are confined mainly to North American classics programmes. The fact that the 
conference from which this volume sprung was organized by two European scholars may well 
indicate that the situation in Europe is rather different. 






















